	
	
	



Thought Experiment Analysis Assignment

Information for Instructors
Thought Experiment Analysis Assignment
Overview
This assignment addresses the Pathways outcome: Evaluate evidence and arguments critically or analytically. 

In this assignment, students will write an analysis of a philosophical thought experiment considered in the course. They will summarize the thought experiment, evaluate its underlying argument, and analyze potential objections or alternative interpretations. This assignment builds philosophical reasoning, critical evaluation, and academic writing skills.

Information for Students
Thought Experiment Analysis Assignment
Overview
For this assignment, you will write an analysis of a thought experiment (an imaginary scenario meant to test an argument) from this course. You will summarize the thought experiment, evaluate the evidence and arguments it presents or implies, and critically analyze potential objections or alternative interpretations. This assignment will help you develop your skills in evaluating arguments critically and constructing clear philosophical analyses.

As you work on this assignment you will:
· Select a thought experiment from our readings or lectures (e.g. The Trolley Problem, The Experience Machine, The Ship of Theseus).
· Summarize the thought experiment.
· Identify and explain the philosophical argument or problem it illustrates.
· Critically evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the argument.
· Analyze at least one potential objection or alternative interpretation.

Assignment Format & Guidelines
Your thought experiment analysis assignment will:
· Be 2–3 pages in length, typed and double-spaced, using 12-point font.
· Include an introduction with a clear thesis statement and paragraphs containing an evaluation, analysis, and conclusion.
· Use in-text citations and a Works Cited page.
· Use clear academic writing with complete sentences and proper grammar.


Assessment Criteria
Your assignment will be graded on your:
· Statement of your thesis.
· Summary of the thought experiment.
· Explanation of the philosophical argument or problem it illustrates.
· Evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the argument.
· Analysis of at least one potential objection or alternative interpretation.
· Use of citations and references.
· Use of standard academic English with correct grammar, punctuation, and formatting.

	Thought Experiment Analysis Grading Rubric

	Criteria
	Exceeds Expectations
	Meets Expectations
	Approaches Expectations
	Developing

	Thesis & Introduction 
(20 points)
	Develops an insightful thesis with a strong introduction that effectively frames the analysis. 
(18–20 points)
	Develops a clear thesis with an adequate introduction. 
(14–17 points)
	Thesis is somewhat general; introduction is underdeveloped or partially frames the analysis. 
(10–13 points)
	Thesis is unclear or missing; introduction is lacks key details to explain the analysis. 
(0–9 points)

	Summary of Thought Experiment 
(20 points)
	Summarizes the thought experiment thoroughly, clearly, and concisely. (18–20 points)
	Summarizes the thought experiment clearly with general detail. (14–17 points)
	Summary is somewhat unclear and need more key details.
 (10–13 points)
	Summary is unclear, inaccurate, or missing.
(0–9 points)

	Explanation of Argument 
(20 points)
	Clearly explains the underlying argument or philosophical problem with insight and accuracy. 
(18–20 points)
	Explains the argument or philosophical problem clearly. (14–17 points)
	Provides a partial or superficial explanation of the argument. 
(10–13 points)
	Provides little or no explanation; explanation is unclear or incorrect. (0–9 points)

	Evaluation & Analysis 
(20 points)
	Critically evaluates strengths, weaknesses, and analyzes at least one objection in depth. 
(18–20 points)
	Evaluates strengths, weaknesses, and analyzes at least one objection. (14–17 points)
	Provides some evaluation but analysis is limited or lacks key details. 
(10–13 points)
	Provides minimal or no evaluation and analysis. 
(0–9 points)

	Organization & Writing 
(10 points)
	Writing is exceptionally clear, well-organized, and nearly error-free. (9–10 points)
	Writing is mostly clear and organized, with minor errors. 
(6–8 points)
	Writing somewhat some organized but grammar issues. 
(4–5 points)
	Writing lacks organization, clarity, and has frequent errors. 
(0–3 points)

	Citation & Format (10 points)
	Uses citations flawlessly and includes multiple appropriate references. 
(9–10 points)
	Uses citations with few errors and includes one to two references. (6–8 points)
	Citations are included but have frequent errors or missing references. 
(4–5 points)
	Uses citations incorrectly, inconsistently, or not at all. 
(0–3 points)




Sample Student Submission

Dawayne Parfit
Thought Experiment Analysis
PHI 101: Introduction to Philosophical Problems

An Analysis of Nozick’s Experience Machine and the Limits of Hedonism
In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, philosopher Robert Nozick introduces the Experience Machine, a thought experiment designed to test the limits of hedonism—the ethical theory that pleasure is the highest good. Nozick invites us to consider whether we would choose to live a life plugged into a machine that provides the most pleasurable experiences imaginable, indistinguishable from reality. This essay argues that Nozick’s thought experiment presents a compelling challenge to hedonism by exposing the intuitive human preference for authenticity, autonomy, and meaningful engagement with the real world over mere pleasurable sensations.

Summary of the Thought Experiment
The Experience Machine invites individuals to imagine a device that can simulate any desirable experience. Once connected, users will not remember having chosen the machine and will live in a state of uninterrupted pleasure and success. The experiences are subjectively indistinguishable from those in the real world. However, Nozick suggests that many people would reject the offer to plug in, highlighting that something beyond pleasure—such as being in contact with reality—matters to us. His challenge to hedonism lies in this refusal, implying that pleasure is not the only intrinsic value.

Explanation of the Argument
Nozick’s central philosophical argument is that hedonism is inadequate as a complete account of human well-being. If pleasure were the only intrinsic good, it would be rational to plug into the Experience Machine. Yet, our reluctance suggests we value more than just how life feels internally. Nozick identifies three main reasons for rejecting the machine: (1) we want to do things, not just experience doing them; (2) we want to be a certain kind of person, not merely someone floating in a programmed experience; and (3) we desire contact with reality (Nozick 43). These points collectively argue that authenticity, action, and personal identity are goods independent of pleasure.

Evaluation and Analysis
Nozick’s thought experiment is powerful because it appeals to a deeply rooted intuition—that real engagement with the world is preferable to artificial pleasure. One of the strengths of this argument is its ability to provoke a visceral reaction that reveals the limitations of purely consequentialist views of value. It highlights the importance of self-determination and the intrinsic worth of truth and achievement.
However, critics of Nozick’s conclusion argue that his reliance on intuition may not constitute a definitive refutation of hedonism. For example, philosophical hedonists may contend that people’s reluctance to plug in stems from irrational biases or a lack of imagination. Additionally, some experientialist thinkers claim that the subjective quality of life is the only criterion that matters—whether experiences are real or simulated becomes irrelevant if they are indistinguishable in content and outcome.
An alternative interpretation comes from the lens of pragmatism. A pragmatist might critique the thought experiment for ignoring the social and relational dimensions of human flourishing. By presenting the decision as an isolated, individual choice, Nozick’s scenario fails to account for the embeddedness of human life in communities, responsibilities, and external realities that give rise to meaning.

Conclusion
Nozick’s Experience Machine serves as a vivid critique of hedonism by highlighting our resistance to the idea that pleasure is the sole measure of a good life. The thought experiment reveals our attachment to authenticity, agency, and engagement with reality as essential elements of human fulfillment. While objections from hedonists and experientialists challenge the universality of Nozick’s conclusion, the thought experiment remains a valuable philosophical tool for exploring the complex dimensions of well-being and meaning. Ultimately, it encourages deeper reflection on what truly matters in living a good life.
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